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sometimes named salt, sulphur, and mercury, sometimes arsenic, sulphur, and mercury, were not thought of as substances, in the modern connotation of that word; at any rate, they were not so thought of in the earlier periods of alchemy. They were qualities, not qualities of individual substances, but of classes of substances, and they could be detached from the substances winch were the vehicles of their exhibition. I think we may perhaps best translate the alchemical expressions 'principles of a middle nature, and elements of a middle nature, by the term class-marks.
"The life of metals," said Paracelsus, "is a secret fatness; of salts, the spirit of aqua fortis; of pearls, their splendour; of marcasites and antimony, a tingeing metalline spirit; of arsenics, a mineral and coagulated poison."
The alchemists taught that what nature did slowly in her own way men might do more quickly in their workshops. Gradually and without haste, nature removed the particular qualities of some substances; the products of these natural changes were sometimes identical, although the substances wherewith the processes began had been very different. In Ben Jonson's Alchemist, when Surly, who is not to be cozened into accepting Subtle's tricks as genuine, is arguing with Subtle about the transmutation of metals, we read:
Subtle.    No egg but differs from a chicken more
Than metals in themselves. Surly. That cannot be.
The egg's ordained by nature to that end
And is a chicken in potentia. Subtle. The same we say of lead and other metals,
Which would be gold if they had time.
... for 'twere absurd
To think that nature in the earth bred gold Perfect in the instant;  something went before. There must be remote matter.
The final step to perfection, the tearing away the principles, or elements (the general qualities), of similar or even apparently identical substances, was to be accomplished by the art of man. As the particular qualities of some substances could be removed more easily than those of others, and as the principles, or elements, of some classes of substances could be taken away